The Judgment Seat of Photography
CHRISTOPHER PHILLIPS
From a photographic print, for example, one can make any number of prints; to ask for the "authentic" print makes no sense.
-Walter Benjamin, "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction"
My ideal is to achieve the ability to produce numberless prints from each negative, prints all significantly alive, yet indistinguishably alike, and to be able to circulate them at a price no higher than that of a popular magazine or even a daily paper. To gain that ability there has been no choice but to follow the path that I have chosen.
-Alfred Stieglitz, catalogue preface to his exhibition at the Anderson Galleries, 1921
Photography, at least from the inception of Fox Talbot's negative/positive technique, would seem the very type of whatJean Baudrillard has recently called the "industrial simulacrum"--his designation for all of those products of modern industrial processes that can be said to issue in potentially endless chains of identical, equivalent objects.1 Duplicability, seriality, "copies" that refer back to no "original": these are the hallmarks of Baudrillard's "order of simulacra." They are, as well, precisely those characteristics one might ascribe to photography as the principal source of the mass imagery that ceaselessly circulates throughout the global societe' de consommation. OCTOBER sionals as the "aesthetic theory of museum management."7 The central tenets had at first been spelled out in the dramatic reorientation of the Boston Museum of Fine Arts three decades earlier. At that time the educational role of art museums had been sharply distinguished from that of history or science museums. Rather than provide useful information or technical instruction, the art museum was increasingly directed toward the service of "joy not knowledge." That is, it began to serve as vade mecum to aesthetic appreciation; it became a treasure house of "eternal" monuments of art, the guarantor of art's continuous tradition. Like Barr, Newhall had been schooled in the essentials of this approach -connoisseurship and rigorous art-historical scholarship -in the famous museum seminars led by Paul Sachs at Harvard's Fogg Art Museum.8 By the mid-'30s, MoMA's refinement of these methods--through the rationalization of collection building, the augmentation of the role of the research library, and the extension of scholarly commentary to exhibition cataloguesaccounted in part for its reputation in museum circles. The four exhibitions of 1936-38-with their vast installations, exhaustive documentation, and ambitious catalogue essays-carried the process one step further. They sought to impart a convincing retrospective order to their heterogeneous domains, and, by so doing, to confirm MoMA's claim as the preeminent institutional interpreter of modern art and its allied movements.
Turning again to "Photography: 1839-1937," we can see that Newhall's exhibition is frankly uninterested in the old question of photography's status among the fine arts; rather, it signaled MoMA's recognition that implicit in photography's adoption by the European avant-garde was a new outlook on the whole spectrum of photographic applications. The approach of photography's centenary year provided reason enough to stage in America the kind of farreaching examination that had been common in Germany, for example, for over a decade. Newhall's exhibition-comprising more than 800 catalogued items grouped according to technical processes (daguerreotypy, calotypy, wetplate, and dry-plate periods) and their present-day applications (press photography, infra-red and X-ray photography, astronomical photography, "creative" photography)--clearly seems guided more by Moholy-Nagy's expansive notion 7 .
Certainly a major factor in this movement was the proliferation of art reproductions. The issue of copies (public education) versus originals (aesthetic appreciation) came to a head at the Boston MFA over the purchase of plaster casts of original marbles, and ultimately led to the resignation of the museum's director, Edward Robinson. For a full account of that museum's subsequent formulation of the "religion" of art, see Benjamin Ives Gilman, Museum Ideals, Cambridge, Mass., 1918.
8.
Sachs, in addition to his incalculable influence on the emerging American museum profession, more particularly served as the principal academic presence on the committee convened by Mrs. John D. Rockefeller, Jr., in 1929 to draw up plans for a Museum of Modern Art. Sachs long remained an important member of MoMA's board.
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The Judgment Seat of Photography of fotokunst than by Stieglitz's kunstphotographie.9 Moholy was, indeed, one of Newhall's principal advisers and "teachers" before the exhibition. Stieglitz, on the other hand, who still insisted on the utter opposition of fine-art and applied photography, not only declined to cooperate with Newhall, but refused to allow his later photographs to be represented.10
Without resorting to devices as overtly didactic as Moholy's eight "varieties of photographic vision," Newhall nevertheless conceived the exhibition primarily as a lesson in the evolution and specialization of photographic techniques; the work of Muybridge, Atget, Stieglitz, and Anschutz, for instance, was presented under the rubric of dry-plate photography. The scope of the exhibition, its organization primarily along technical lines, and Newhall's refusal to make the expected pronouncement on photography's place among the fine arts -together these represented a notable departure from the usual practice of an American art museum. Lewis Mumford raised the question in the New Yorker:
Perhaps it is a little ungrateful for me to suggest that the Museum of Modern Art has begun to overreach itself in the matter of documentation. . . . What is lacking in the present exhibition is a weighing and an assessment of photography in terms of pure aesthetic meritsuch an evaluation as should distinguish a show in an art museum from one that might be held, say, in the Museum of Science and Industry. In shifting this function onto the spectator, the Museum seems to me to be adding unfairly to his burden. . . . Mumford notwithstanding, we need only to look more closely into Newhall's catalogue essay to locate the emerging signs of MoMA's reordering of photography along lines consistent indeed with the conventional aims of the art museum. In Newhall's long essay (the seed of his subsequent History of Photography), we find an explicitly articulated program for the isolation and expert judging of the "aesthetic merit" of photographs-virtually any photograph, regardless of derivation. Newhall's method here seems to me directly related to that of Alfred Barr in his Cubism and Abstract Art, published the previous year.
9.
Newhall's exhibition follows precisely along the lines of the series of large photography exhibitions held in Germany from 1925 until the early 1930s, as described by Ute Eskildsen, "Innovative Photography in Germany between the Wars," in Avant-Garde Photography in Germany 1919-39, San Francisco, San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, 1980. These joint showings of scientific, commercial, and creative "new vision" photography and film placed the camera at the center of the postwar technological aesthetic in Germany, and should be seen as forming part of the background of Walter Benjamin's writings during this period.
10.
For an indication of the position of Stieglitz's die-hard followers regarding photography outside the fine-art tradition, see R. Child Bayley's remarkably brief "Photography Before How were these aesthetic factors to be isolated? Newhall found the key in the purist/formalist appeal to those qualities somehow judged to be irreducibly intrinsic to a given medium or, in Newhall's words, "generic to photography."12 In this case, "In order that. . . criticism of photography should be valid, photography should be examined in terms of the optical and chemical laws which govern its production."'3 On this basis, and taking his cue, I suspect, from Barr's well-known opposition (in Cubism and Abstract Art) of the "two main traditions of abstract art," Newhall likewise located two main traditions of aesthetic satisfaction in photography: from the optical side, the detail, and, from the chemical side, tonalfidelity. This "schism" is found "to run through the entire history of photography"'4 from the daguerreotype (detail) and calotype (tonal mass) to the modern high-resolution products of the view camera and the less precise but graphically more forceful images of the miniature camera. The creative application of these primary qualities consists, for Newhall, in the recognition of "significant" detail, and in the arrangement of "large simple masses" or a "fine range of shimmering tones."'5
The aims of this method, as specified in the preface added to the next year's revised edition, were "to construct a foundation by which the significance of photography as an esthetic medium can be more fully grasped." 6 The limits and constraints of these aims are nowhere more clearly revealed than in Newhall's remarks on the nineteenth- Having indicated the narrowing scope of his interests, Newhall went on to imply a comparative system of classification of photographic prints, one ultimately enabling him to suggest the way in which the question of authenticity might be addressed. Physical authenticity could be referred back to considerations of technical process, which had figured so prominently in his 1937 essay; "60 Photographs" allowed Newhall to emphasize his expert familiarity with the special characteristics of calotypes, albumen prints, platinum prints, direct photogravures, palladio-types, chloride prints, bromide prints, and so on. But a more subtle test of authenticity was the degree to which a photograph might be enveloped, without incongruity, in the language and categories usually reserved for fine art. Thus Newhall called attention to the photographic interpretation of such traditional genres as landscape, portraiture, and architectural studies. Further, a way of placing photographs according to the degree and direction of visual stylization was suggested, along an axis bounded by the terminals of "objective" and "abstract" renderings.
But the chief claim made for the work presented in "60 Photographs" was this: "Each print is an individual personal expression."26 As the ultimate guarantee against the charge that the photographic process was merely mechanical, this claim presents no special difficulty when made, as it was here, on behalf of photographers like Stieglitz, Strand, Weston, Sheeler, and Walker Evans-self-conscious modernists all. The stakes are somewhat different, however, when the same claim is extended to earlier photographs made in a variety of circumstances and for a variety of reasons. And it is here, I think, that we may look to Ansel Adams for the first flowering of a practice that reappears, in the tenure of John Szarkowski, as a crucial feature of MoMA's critical apparatus: the projection of the critical concerns of one's own day onto a wide range of photographs of the past that were not originally intended as art. OCTOBER cisco that highlighted such early western photographers as Timothy O'Sullivan, William Henry Jackson, Jack Hillers, and Carleton Watkins. By confining his attention to questions of photographic technique and the stylistics of landscape (and pushing to the margins the very different circumstances that had called these photographs into being), Adams was able to see in them "supreme examples of creative photography," belonging to one of the medium's "great traditions"27-needless to say, his own. The same pronounced shift in the "horizon of expectation" brought to earlier work is evident, as well, in the essay-"Photography as an Art"--that Newhall contributed to the same catalogue. In it he redrew the boundaries of art photography to accommodate the Civil War documentation of the Brady group. Admitting that the photographs had been made "without any implied esthetic intent," he claimed them for art on the grounds that they seemed, to him, undeniably "tragic and beautiful" and that they specifically prefigured the concerns of latter-day documentary stylists like Walker Evans and Berenice Abbott.28 These Civil War and early western photographs were brought together at MoMA two years later, beginning their long rehabilitation as independent, self-contained aesthetic objects. This view could only be reinforced by the presentation of photographs in the MoMA galleries. Under Steichen, the typical gallery installation resembled nothing so much as an oversized magazine layout, designed to reward rapid scanning rather than leisurely contemplation. Too frequently, the designer's hand appeared to greater advantage than the photographer's eye. Even in exhibitions of "creative" photography, the preciousness of the fine print was dramatically deemphasized. Prints were typically shown flush-mounted on thick (nonarchival) backing board, unmatted, and without benefit of protective glass. In addition, one could from time to time expect to encounter giant color transparencies, commercial press sheets, and inexpensive prints from color slides. The barbed title of his first exhibition, "Five Unrelated Photographers" (1962), announced that although Steichen had personally chosen him as his successor, Szarkowski was no acolyte. It gradually became apparent that Szarkowski, trained as an art historian, held no affection for Steichen's casting of photography in the role of social instrument and "universal language." Instead, he represented an aestheticizing reaction against Steichen's identification of photography with mass media. While deploring the "graphic gymnastics" of latter-day photojournalism, however, he showed equally little interest in the "artistic" alternatives at hand, in the photomysticism of Minor White or the expressive abstraction of Aaron Siskind. Szarkowski noted "incipient exhaustion" in the bulk of the photographs of the past decade, adding, "Their simplicity of meaning has-not to put too fine a point on it-often verged on vacuity."58 What Szarkowski sought, rather than a repetition of Newhall's attempt to cordon off a "high" art photography more or less independent of the medium's 57.
The MoMA Archive holds a full selection of installation views from the early 1930s to the present. These provide an invaluable record of the ways art has been presented to the public over the last half century. 
